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Ross Eaman
The Neo-University 
A review of
Canaan, Joyce E. and Wesley Shumar, eds. 2008. Structure and Agency in the Neo-
liberal University. New York: Routledge.
Clark, Ian D., Greg Moran, Michael L. Skolnik and David Trick. 2009. Academic 
Transformation: The Forces Reshaping Higher Education in Ontario. Montreal-King-
ston: McGill-Queen’s University Press.
The university has, at least in some periods and jurisdictions, constituted what Nik-
las Luhmann understands as an autopoietic system; that is, a system that responds 
independently to outside pressures and forces by adjusting the relations between 
its basic elements. For Luhmann, these elements are not, as in conventional sys-
tems theory, structures tied together by communication, but rather communications 
themselves in the sense of mediated ideational constructs that determine institu-
tional structures. The three main pillars of Canadian universities that have been the 
object of adjustment to external forces have been the teacher-scholar model of the 
instructor, the subsidization of both undergraduate and graduate education, and 
the determination of research priorities on the basis of field development. While 
trying to maintain all three, universities have generally responded to specific pres-
sure on any one element by altering one or both of the others. Through higher 
tuition fees, for example, a degree of subsidization has been sacrificed to maintain 
the teacher-scholar ideal. At the same time, this ideal has been compromised by 
using part-time, non-tenured faculty to help limit tuition increases. Both factors 
have affected, and been affected by, the amount and kinds of research undertaken by 
faculty, especially the increasing emphasis on economically productive knowledge.
Viewed from this perspective, the volume edited by Joyce Canaan and Wesley 
Shumar suggests that current external pressures are not simply forcing universities 
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around the world to make further internal adjustments but are undermining the 
autopoietic nature of the university itself. This process, which the collection theo-
rizes in terms of political economy, is playing itself out in a number of different 
ways. In North America and Western Europe, neoconservative means (government 
control and regulation) are being used to achieve neoliberal ends (marketization 
and commodification). But in countries such as Slovenia, examined in a chapter 
by Breda Luthar and Zdenka Šadl, marketization is working to increase the previ-
ously hierarchical and patriarchal structure of universities. The editors argue that in 
Europe the focus is on subjecting universities to competitive market forces, whereas 
in North America the emphasis has shifted to turning the university “experience” 
into a more highly branded and controlled commodity. One of the strengths of the 
Canaan and Shumar collection is the range of situations that it covers, including 
the impact of globalization on universities in developing countries. There are two 
chapters on Canada: one by Jane Jensen that examines how the push to increase 
access to universities in Nova Scotia is turning the baccalaureate degree into a 
condition rather than a means of employability; the other by Magda Lewis, which 
considers how regulated marketization in Ontario is transforming higher education 
from a public good into a private value. 
Had the work by Ian Clark, Greg Moran, Michael Skolnick and David Trick 
(henceforth Clark et al.) been available before their own volume went to press, 
Canaan and Shumar might have used it to illustrate their account of the push to 
create a neo-university—one that uses neoconservative tools to attain neoliberal 
goals. Produced during the recent recession, Clark et al.’s volume began as a series 
of “expert discussion papers” for the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 
(HEQCO). All highly credentialed for the task but somewhat narrowly based in 
terms of their own university associations, the authors were expected to provide 
separate advice on how the Ontario system, which embraces both universities and 
colleges, might respond to the forces reshaping it. But they apparently discovered 
that their individual perspectives were quite similar and so decided to produce an 
integrated analysis and set of accompanying recommendations.
Like good detective novelists, the authors in Clark et al. save their surprise solution 
to the supposed woes of academia in Ontario until almost the end. For three quar-
ters of the book, they try to demonstrate in a calm, reasonable and factual manner 
why the current system in Ontario is “not sustainable and in need of modification” 
(1). The result is an illuminating read even for those who have spent their careers 
in the system. But what they propose, when they finally slip the covering off their 
new model, is anything but a “modification.” On the contrary, though preceded by 
no clarion call for change, it would, if acted upon, radically alter the current system. 
Their strategy, plainly, is to construct an argument that is so deductively tight that 
it makes their recommendations seem inevitable and incontrovertible. That being 
the case, a closer look at their logic and evidence is in order. 
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According to Clark et al., the current system of higher education in Ontario is 
unsustainable not only because of the ongoing corrosive effects of inflation, which 
raises overall costs more quickly than revenues, but also because of the continu-
ing need, in the global economic order, to accommodate an ever larger and more 
diverse student population. We need more citizens with baccalaureate degrees, but 
the costs of providing undergraduate education keep rising, and neither increased 
government funding nor further tuition increases can realistically be expected to 
solve this problem. Fortunately, however, there is considerable wiggle room on 
the delivery front. We do not need—the argument goes—so many highly paid 
teacher-scholars providing undergraduates with the requisite intellectual goods for 
obtaining a degree. Why not? The main reason for Clark et al. is that the teacher-
scholar concept is a “myth,” a claim borrowed directly from a 1984 article by 
H. H. Crimmel and supposedly supported by subsequent research on the teacher-
scholar “nexus” (now generally referred to as the teacher-researcher relation). The 
most important study in this regard is a meta-analysis of the relevant quantita-
tive research published by John Hattie and Herbert Marsh in 1996. “Based on 
a meta-analysis of 58 studies of the relationship between teaching effectiveness 
and research productivity,” Clark et al. tell us, “Hattie and March [sic] found the 
correlation between these phenomena to be zero” (131). The only other research 
mentioned by Clark et al. is a twenty-seven-page literature review prepared by Janet 
Halliwell in 2008, also for the HEQCO. Though it covers more recent studies, none 
of these is Canadian. As Halliwell acknowledges, “there is relatively little Canadian 
literature on the T&R nexus” (12). On the basis of these two sources, Clark et al. 
conclude that “the research literature...does not support [the] assertion” that “qual-
ity undergraduate teaching must be done by people who are actively involved in 
discovery research—the researcher-teacher model” (185).
While there may be no insurmountable problem to the use of foreign studies as 
the basis for recommendations about education in Ontario, we do need to be clear 
about what these studies actually show and how their authors have interpreted 
them. The zero correlation between teaching and research does not mean that those 
doing research are generally no better teachers than those who do no research. It 
means, rather, that the best researchers are not necessarily the best teachers and 
vice versa. One reason for this situation is obvious: the more time spent on one of 
these activities, the less time there is for the other. But Hattie and Marsh do not, 
nevertheless, give up on the goal of achieving a synergetic or symbiotic relationship 
between teaching and research.
Clark et al. can be forgiven for not making use of Hattie’s magnum opus on the 
conditions of effective learning, Visible Learning, which appeared the year before 
their work was published. In 2002, however, Hattie again teamed up with Marsh 
to produce a more extensive and sophisticated meta-analysis of the relationship 
between teaching and research. As in their previous study, they concluded that 
taken overall, teaching effectiveness and research productivity are “not naturally 
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complementary,” and that there is no “high and positive relation” between the two 
(632, emphasis added). In other words, being a highly productive researcher does not 
in itself make one a great teacher, nor does teaching excellence guarantee research 
productivity. But Hattie and Marsh did not, consequently, advocate abandoning a 
high and positive relation as an ideal. On the contrary, they proposed “mov[ing] on 
to ask how to enhance this relation” and “search[ing] for strategies to achieve this 
ideal” (632). They also pointed to studies showing that “undergraduate students do 
perceive that there is a teaching-research nexus that mainly leads to positive ben-
efits, such as perceptions of enthusiasm, knowledge of the discipline, credibility as 
teachers, and a research reputation that assists in helping future career plans” (633). 
While students want teachers who can communicate knowledge clearly, they also, 
like Charles Dickens’s pupils in Hard Times, appreciate being treated as more than 
mere receptors of information. This point is supported by one of the chapters in 
Canaan and Shumar: in a survey of student experience in England, Patrick Ainley 
and Mark Weyers found that although students say “that they like lecturers who 
tell them exactly what to put in their notes,” they “also prefer lecturers who model 
thinking in their discipline and encourage students to think for themselves” (149).
Hattie and Marsh synthesized the results of studies comparing good teacher-
researchers with bad ones and both of these with good teachers/bad researchers and 
bad teachers/good researchers. What the studies included in their meta-analyses 
do not consider, however, is the relative performances of teacher-researchers and 
teaching-only faculty. In most cases, teaching-only positions consist of doctoral 
students (“candidates”) working on their theses, and members of the local com-
munity with professional or at least relevant work-related credentials. Comparing 
the teaching evaluations of these positions with those of full-time faculty is a little 
unfair to both sides, but generally the work of the “sessionals” is regarded as mak-
ing an important contribution and not thought to undermine the overall quality 
of programs as long as it is kept within reasonable bounds. In a few universities, 
however, there are now a number of full-time, tenured teaching-only positions (or 
ones where the research component is dedicated solely to keeping up with the field 
rather than engaging in what Clark et al. call “discovery research”). Since these are 
the positions that Clark et al. would like to expand substantially, a comparison of 
their teaching performance generally with that of regular faculty would be much 
more revealing. Unfortunately, there are not (to my knowledge) any such studies 
upon which Clark et al. could have drawn to make this comparison. The best we 
can do is imagine the likely long-term performance of each group given their 
respective workloads.
Clark et al. hedge on how much teaching the new teaching-only positions should 
require, but suggest between six and eight one-term courses a year. In comparison, 
regular faculty usually teach four (occasionally five) courses a year, one of which is 
normally a small graduate seminar or else a larger class that comes with teaching 
assistants. Let us split the difference and assume the new teaching-only faculty 
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would teach seven one-term courses a year. In one term, they would be teaching 
four courses, or 80 per cent of the normal course load of their students. These 
would probably all be undergraduate courses—some, no doubt, with 100 or more 
students—and the teachers would not likely have any teaching assistants to help 
with marking and group discussions. They might not have to supervise graduate 
students, but their salaries and statuses would probably be somewhat lower than 
those of regular faculty. They would also lack the intellectual excitement, personal 
satisfaction and psychological rejuvenation that comes from research and writing. 
It is thus hard to imagine that their teaching performances could match those of 
teacher-researchers over the long haul. The safest prediction would be widespread 
burnout before very long.
Let us also imagine, however, that such burnout does not occur and that the teach-
ing of the new teaching-only faculty is more or less as good as that of traditional 
faculty. In this case, the obvious question is how much of an economic saving there 
would be. It should be kept in mind that Clark et al. propose not only a steady 
reduction in the number of teacher-researcher positions in most of Ontario’s exist-
ing universities but also the immediate creation of two (preferably three) dedicated 
baccalaureate institutions comprised entirely of teacher-only positions. These new 
universities are thought to be necessary to ensure, among other things, that the rest 
of the system gets on with the job of transforming itself appropriately. 
Let us consider their economics. A mean salary (eventually) of, say, $100,000 a 
year would pay for seven courses compared to the normal four. This sounds like a 
recipe for enormous savings. But Clark et al. also propose, presumably as a quality-
maintenance salve, that the number of sessional lecturers be severely reduced. Since 
these positions are highly cost-effective, the net economic impact of having mainly 
teaching-only positions would be much less. At most, the new model would cost 20 
to 30 per cent less in total salaries to run the same programs. Still, even this result 
seems impressive, that is until one recalls that the new model includes no research, 
which is normally considered to be about half of the teacher-researcher’s workload 
and contribution. So, for a net saving of, say, 25 per cent on teaching, one would 
have to spend perhaps three times that amount to restore the lost research.
Of course, Clark et al. have something else in mind on the research front. While 
most universities would be busy transforming themselves into baccalaureate-focused 
institutions, a few elite universities (no names are mentioned, but presumably the 
authors’ alma maters, the University of Toronto and Western University, along 
with Queen’s University, perhaps) would be shifting into a graduate-education-
plus-research mode. These alterations would no doubt require multiple draconian 
measures, including a radically different funding formula, which would obliterate 
the autopoietic nature of the university. But even if the system could somehow be 
changed as proposed, it is doubtful that it could match the research output of the 
current one, and it certainly could not do so without increasing the system’s overall 
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cost. It would, moreover, completely upset the intellectual ecosystem of the uni-
versity. It is not only teaching and research, but undergraduate and graduate pro-
grams—as well as the humanities, sciences and social sciences—that work together 
inextricably to produce the dynamic process of education and knowledge creation. 
Even if baccalaureates produced by the teaching-only universities did not come to 
be seen as second-rate degrees, the new means of delivering them would be poorly 
suited to foster a new generation of gifted researchers and teachers.  
The grand scheme of Academic Transformations is a house of cards. But the thinking 
that underlies it is not so easy to collapse. It pursues its goals incrementally, content 
with small victories here and there and with the knowledge that their cumulative 
effect seriously erodes the university’s traditional independence and goals. One of 
the major tactics of this campaign is to reduce the status and role of the professor, 
a theme developed in the respective contributions by Jonathan Church and Canaan 
in Structure and Agency in the Neoliberal University. While Church describes how 
American faculty are increasingly treated as “subject experts” rather than “educa-
tional experts” (41), Canaan paints a particularly “grim” (264) picture of encroaching 
accountability practices in Britain. Whereas professors in the United States now 
have to deal with instructional-design experts whose sole insight seems to be to 
computerize everything, British lecturers are being micromanaged into despair. The 
assumption is that knowledge exists separately from the scholars who create it, that 
it can thus be disseminated by anyone trained for the purpose, and that managing 
the replaceable deliverers of information is the primary task in the neo-university. 
In the end, it seems, we may be left with a cabal of pseudo-educators with no 
research ability and nothing to teach. 
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